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Governmental Regulation of
Biotechnology

THE USE OF RECOMBINANT DNA has been subject to public overview
almost since the technology's inception. In 1973, as word of the
exciting new ability to join DNA from different organisms began
spreading through the scientific community, a group of scientists
involved with the research sent a letter to Philip Handler, then
president of the National Academy of Sciences, pointing out that the
new capability presented possible hazards as well as great scientific
promise. Out of that letter arose a chain of events that led to two of the
most important events in the early history of genetic engineering: a
voluntary moratorium on certain types of recombinant DNA experi-
ments deemed particularly hazardous, and the International Confer-
ence on Recombinant DNA Molecules, which was held at the Asilomar
Conference Center in Pacific Grove, California, February 24-27, 1975.
Although primarily a scientific meeting, Asilomar was marked by a
debate that had a prominent public policy component. On one side were
those who held that research with recombinant DNA should proceed
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